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ABSTRACT

This report discusses the notion of: “language proficiency," "1imited
language proficiency,” and ultimately “comparably 1imited (language

proficiency)' 'as concepts in need of further definition and _ o

. clarification. Studies critical of the test instruments used for fiaking
assessments according to these concepts are presented. The author Joes
on to- discuss the specific effect these concepts have had on proposed
legislation affecting bilingual education: Then; some sdciolinguistic

‘ considerations are suggested for.why test results may be inaccurate
and/or invalid. Finally, five major points are summarized having a ,
bear ing on continued research in this area; and four hypotheses are A

proposed concerning the relationship of conventional language.

proficiency testing, actual speech behavior in naturalistic situations
_‘and school achievement., : - ;
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Introductlon . .

problems relevant to blllngual educatlon, although the underlyung )
concept is mich evident in such documents as.the Federal Register under '
the label 'comparably limited;" which will be herein referred to as -
Massessed comparably limited," or "alleged comparably limited”!
(hereafter ACL) on the basis of the failure of children of this group to
attain a "proficient" status in any tested language according to one or:

another of a number of currently c0mpet|ng language proflciency ’

’sSéSSment lnstruments. \ -
. . .

) s //

Both the general issue‘of Ianguage profccnency assessment and the . »
more partncular issue of whether the category ”comparably limited'" is a
valnd one need rigorous study which goes beyond current work. In terms
of ‘research strategy, the two issues conflate. There is reason ito
believe that the category ”comparably limited'" has not been demonstrated
to .be vatid for' the maJoruty of the chlldren so-labled; we hypotheslze,

. then, that defects other than actual language proficiency are
responsnble for the resultant asséssments, most notably in the
admlnnstratlon, deslgn, and underlylng assumptlons of the tests. Under
the hypothesns presented here, at lsast part of the responsibility for
the lack of vallduty of the oatdgo:: ”comparably llmuted,” and of
language proflcaency tests in general, is the lack of a suffucnently :

measured in a way relevant—tojproJected schoodeachleyement

Flhat—is..—lian’ is 1 ’ggageel?rofu‘rie ﬂt}?

-




proflclency in a partucular language has no upper limit; but it is

expected that in the overwhelming number of cases it Is based on

suffncuent competence for most purposes, aaa most importantly'for

ShaRespearean drama as a measure for facility in a language) It is the
nece55|ty of having the llnguustlc skills to benefit from U.S. schooling
that is the reason behind tests of language proflclency.r The major
lmpetus for thelr use-has been the 197ﬁ Supreme Court Lau decnslon,

“meannngful education of non-Engllsh profuclent students |n the public

éduction system. .
If the notion of 'comparably li’mite'd“ is taken seriously, the

common sense notion of linguistic competence, i.e:; the ability to

functlon well in daily verbal |nteract|on, applles to only ''some"

people. It would mean that monollnguals have sufflcuent competence for

""pilingual'), do not have sufflcuent competence in a 1 lanquage to
determine. the language in Whlch they may best receive a meannngful'
education. This will be further dlscussed below. For' the moment it is

»

necessar? to pursue the common sense notion of language proficiency in

order to see what it |s based on.

~ Linguistic competence involves both speaking and comprehension, of
which only speaking is d|rectly observable for assessment. '
Comprehensuon is inferred from the effect of language on the behavior of

a listener. (In natural sntuatlons thls'ls not always posslble snnce,

for example, comprehensnon may onW be ev:dent in the fulfllling of a3
directive that "to take place at a later tlme, e. g\"drop me a line when
you get to London"' and, from the point of view of an |nterlocutor,

‘-
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comprehenslon |s often taken for granted so that slmple back-channelnng

cues like “uhunh“ or an assentive nod are lnterpreted as understandlng,

whereas this may not necessarily be the case. ) While it is beyond doubt

that a certain degree of language prbf|C|ency is necessary in order for

what to measure and how to |nterpret results, Qunte generally these

‘instruments emphasize structural features of performance and some, in

addition, the follOW|ng of. nonrfunctlonal directions. It has been

pointed out by some observers that there is a lack of match between
current concepts of communicative competence; which focus on ability to
function |nteract|onally in a language, and test procedures which
evaluate aspects of linguistic structure divorced from any social
context (e g., Galang, 1980) That is, language prof1caency devﬂlops

features of language. In contrast; most tests generally denude language
structure of its normal functxons and place speakers.ln a hnghly unusual
situatinn whose effects on lingUIstuc behavior are very prcblematlc,
althbugh‘largely-lgnored, in u51ng the instrument to assess the
proficiency of the-subject. ’

;

It is far from certain that the most widely used tests of language
proficiency accurately distinguish those who are proficient in a
particular larguage from those who are not. It is possible, as
hypothesized below, that those who fail to be recorded as proficient
include a significant number who are in fact proficient; and it is also
possible that those who are registered as proficient (or ”funct|onal”)

include a number who are ‘actually not or, at least, would benefit more



. by partial instruction ‘in another language (thé home language): (The
second ponnt above was brought up by -kuis Laosa at the New Y Kk C|ty '

hearings for the proposed Federal. Regulatlons guiding fund lng for ol
bilingual education in September, 1980. ) :

-

Horeover, the two posslbllltles that both prof|C|ent and

’)

be contradictory; since the reasons for overestlmatlon may be dlfferent
in both cases. From a strictly linguistic polnt of view; Dletrlch &
Freéman (1979) dlscu§§ a large number of examples from tests which would

‘tend to underestimate a speaker's oral proficiency; malnly die to

scoring procedures for syntact:c complexity.- However, they also point

out defects in various tests where faulty assumptions or design may .lead

to overestimation of profacuency, e.g., some tests generalize "overal 1"
proflcnency from knowledge of textually infrequent words (in elementary
readers circa 1952), some tasks involve selecting a picture from a set
of dissimilar pictures, which can be done on the basis of knowledge ‘of
one or two lexical items rather than complete comprehension of the
syntactic form of the'oral;lnStruetlon;
1 X ' /
Several studies indicate that the noh-functionality of the usual
language assessment unstruments may result in underestlmatlon of actual
language profnc:ency under the hypothesis that situation is a major
‘determanln, factor of language output {cf. Labov, 1972) For example,
work at the Center for Reading has indicated that Black children's
output of well-formed utterances and number of words and sentences
lncreases in descrlblng pictures from the Peabody test when the subject
|s.placed at a distance from the tester so that it is no longer obvious
to the subject that the test can also see the_pucture. ‘Reﬁouing the
subject and ‘tester from close physical pFoiimlty to each other and the
tester from access to the picture creates an apparent functional reason
for greater vérbality on the subject's part (Guthrle & Steffensen,

1980).



Ongoing research at” the Southwest Educational Development
Laboratory involving a longltudlnal study of the oral language
development of Texas billngual children (Spanush Englush) in which
kundergarten and first g?ade children are perioduca‘ly recorded in the
domains of classroom (to teacher), playground (to peer) and home (to
family member), reports that in both quantity and quality displayed
language profucnency differs systematlcally such that greatest
proficiency is generally dlsplayed in the playground (Mace-Matluck,
1980, esp. p. 7). .Although in that stady only structural '
characteristics of language are being investigated, the lmplicatlons of

the effect of function on language are clear.

v
- _

v ' l 2

Besides the effect of situation on dl laxed language préfl:lency,
there have been several studies which have thrown doubt on the intFinsic
validity of some of the test instruments as indicators of language
-proficiency at all or as relevant indicators of scholastic achievement.
Extensive criticism of the linguistic assumptions of various tests or
their partlcular subparts is found in Dletruch and Freeman (1979)
'ﬁeasure) for various measures of valldlty which apply wholly or in part
to other tests as well. In addutnon, several normative studnes have -
been |njur|ous to the claims made by some test developers for the
validity of their |nstruments. For examnle, a study in the Houston area
(Glllmore 8 Dickerson, 1979) in which pairs of five language _
profucuency test instruments were: compared for equnvalence (BSM; ’/;,,:—//
LAS--Language Assessment Sacles; PAL==Primary Acquisition of Language,

SPLIT--Schutt Prlmary Language.lndlcator Test- and BlNL--Basnc lnventory

of Natural Language, the last of which had three successive versions for

calculating raw score and consequent proflcuency category on tlie basis
6? tﬁe same data), found that there was a low to moderate correlatnon at

tested to obtain a profucnency measure. Thus, the dnstinctlon between

{ imited and non-limited. proficiency (in 1ngl|sh) depends on which test

Al
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is used. In addltnon, there was never a hugh correlation between any of
tﬁe proficiency tests and any of the achievement subtests used by the
Texas Educational Agency for exit criteria fgom a bilingual program.
Indeed, in the case of the BINL, the correlatnon between language

profncnency assessment and achievement score was negatuve.un most cases.

Another study from the Chicago area (Perlman & Rice, 1979) focused
on the LAS exclisively and found that it sdentlfled varying proportions
of monolingual English speaking students with sllghtly higher than
ve'age readinéhscores (according to the cnty-wnde mean) as non- or

mi ted-English-proficient, such that the proportlon of students

assessed as proficient increases with age. This is to be noted " for the

. EAS claims to be age-independent up to the age of 11, at which point the

ceiling for proficiency rises and the study again shows an increase in

the number of assessed lnmutednEngllsh profncnency children: The tAS

|dentif|ed 77.8% of the monolquual English speakers as limited at age

5. This decreases contlnually to 12.5% at age 1. At age 12, where LAS

is renormed, l|m|ted proficuenpy again |ncreased to 40% and then.
-

gradually decreased to 25% at age_l#.

while the above-cited studies have been concerned only with
English," there is evidence that the same defects apply to other language
tests; af which; at present; 6aiy iﬁ%i?dﬁénté in SbanESh afe

development study, indicates that there is a vast lack of agreement
between LAS as an assessment instrument for Spanish (mean 2.59) and
teachers' ratings of the same kindergarten and first grade children
(mean 4.17). In that study the overestimation of non-proficiency when
campared to teacher ratingé aiéé aﬁﬁiiEQ to En§1j5h5 altnougn at much

’

Spanush. Consequently, there=is some reason to be SUSpIClous of the
validity of a "comparabiy limited" category.: . )
10
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Assuming that these problems ultnmately dernve from confusuon and

S—

lack of clarity about what language profucuency in fact consists of, the

There is a large but imprecisely known group of LEP (limited
English proficiency) students in the American school system who are
currently classified as comparably limited (henceforth CL), that is;
also limited in their primary language. Structly speakung, '
classification as LEP and/or the subcategory CL™ Is based on achieved
performance on a-language pro?léiency assessment instrument, of which a
large number exist, e.g., four are in current use in the california
school: system, BINL, BSM, LAB; LAS, one of whicﬁ as been selected
according to tﬁe inaiviauai scnool district; “The actual implleatlons of

achievement, and on teacher's perceptlons and expectatnons of ,such
labeled students, have not been carefully studued and are not known.

proposed leglslatuve guudellnes controll|ng minimal requurements for
bilingual education. - Consequently, it is of extreme importance to
discover the realities underlying these labels, and their effects in the

school system.

The size of the assessed comparably 1imited (ACL) population among
LEP students is a matter of some controversy. No s?stematlc study has
been doné in this area. Burt and Dulay (1980) report variable numbers
of ACL depending on dustruct in a study of several school districts in
California, ranging from a high of 94g of all LEP students sampled in

Santa Clara (out of a total of 166 children in grades K-8 using the BS5M

| Sy
My




instrument) to a low of 102 of all LEP students sampled (576 in grades
K-2 using the BSM) in San Duego.‘ Methods of sampling have not yet been
"made clear to us. it is difficult;- therefore, to tell how
representatnve these data are. However, -they. follou a pattern such that
non-proficiency in Spanish increases as districts nncrease in dlstanoe
from the Mexico/U.S. border area, a pattern which is repeated ln other
studies (cf Laosa;_ 1977). De Avila and Duncan (1979) report an ACL
proportuon of 26. 5% of their total sample (56 oiit of a 191 sample) ’
accordung to the LAS instrument. This they divide int% two categorles,
1) llmlted b|l|ngual (20.6% of total), and 2). late language learner

(5 9% of total), the dlfference belng that the late learners fall to

\ o
The distribution of ACLs differs according o research site. Given

N
the four sites over whnch the total sample was dlstrlbuted the Puerto
Rican-Americans (at an unspecified slte in the Northeast, but not ‘New
York Clty) had the highest incidence at 45.6% and the Cuban-Americans
(at a site in Miami) had the lowest incidence at 9. 32'\\0f the two
Mexican-Amer ican groups studled, the urban group (at a site near San
Francusco) had an incidence of 29 9%, whlle the rural group (At a site
of 15.7%. From their figures one can discern a pattern such that the
p’ap'ulaﬁ'ién' of late iéarners at any Slte grows as the number of llmltéd
the same. For example, the Puerto Rican group, with the greatest “number
of limited bilinguals, also had the greatest number of Qate learners
(15.6%), whilé the Cuban group had no late learners: *

In dnscusslon, the authors refer to a preolous study
(tlnguametrlcs, 1977) indicating that ACL incidence ranged from 20% in
suburban stud|es to ”as hlgh as 35% in inner city urban schools'" (op-:
cit: p- 28) It is not clear from the report how the sample was -
actually selected, prohibiting an understanding of its

representativeness to larger populatlons. In the Texas longitudinal

)
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under the assumptxon that sucn flgures are to some extent
representative. Up to this point; the object has been to present
avanlable evidence that the category - is of sufficient size to merit
speccal |nterest on its own. We will now proceed to examine how th|s

sizeable populatlon is affected by proposed edicational policies.

To underscore the importance of the issue of the reality underlylng %

the ACL category as it applies to the U. S. educational pollcy, it is
worth cltlng at length from the Federal. Reglister of August 5; 198
which discusses the proposed rules fy{.n ingual educatton services (pp-

52056-7) : ,

(a). . .Limited proficiency students who are clearly

Engllsh superior need not be gnven specually tailored

services. These students rely primarily on English.

It is their strongest language.r The type of help

they may, need in improving their English skills is

similar to that needed by monolingual speakers of

Engllsh who have relatlvely weak language skills.

Pertinent to this eiiafiaﬁ,‘a comment is necessary.
Theoretically; this proposal seems emnnently reasonable. In practice,
however, further specification is necessary concerning what "clearlx
Engllsh superlor" means. Given that a student ls LEP to begin with,
how much lower does his/her score have to be in the primary language in
ordar to rate as '‘clearly Engllsh superior"? And, to take up a theme
which will be further discussed and exempllfued later, How sensitive

and fine-tuned does the instrument for language roFlclency assessment
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rieed to be in order ?aF,a%ngiéﬁcgs in scores in two languages to be
significant (i.e., clear). This is far from an academic question since
in some cases test scores fluctuate greatly from one testing session to
another, changing assessment of which is the stronger language. o

To continue with the citation:

(b).-:-. The remaining students--those who are

comparably |imited and those who are clearly
primary-language superior--must receive instruction

designed. to develop full proficiency in English. . . x

A similar objection must be raised to the word 'clearly' in this

passage. In ;'?gpt, although we are ‘ot challenging at this poiit the
provision fo veral subtypes of CL students, we are insisting that

careful research is necessary to insure that these distinctions are

e e e - o
accurately made; and not on the basis of instruments that are not

i
. s = - -
The next passage defines the only group of LEP students who will
unequivocably get any support for bilingual education:

(c). . . Because students with weak English skills may fall
permanently behind in other required subjects while they .

are learning EngFish, the proposed rules require that

language-superior students receive instruction

¢
O
2
3
e}
~
]

. through both languages in required subjects while the
' students are learning English. Instruction in English may
be increased as the student's command of the English

language increases.

At this point we come to themzést important segment of the
nt of CL students:

citation with regard to the treatm

_ Two alternatives are presented In the text of the proposed

rules to stimulate comment on whether comparably limited
students should also receive this instruction. These
) _alternatives are presented because experts disagree about
- which placement is best for comparadbly limited students.
Some educators argue strongly that studentg _who.are =
comparably limited in two languages will have a difficult

time in a monolingual, English-speaking class. They also

L ]
-
Yoy
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argue that the skills that 1imited- Engllsh-proflcient

students possess_in their own language are not necessarily

the same as those ‘possessed in English. , For example,

vocabulary or grammar skills may be different in-each’

language. . Others object, to this assumption and argue that

these students will do better in the long run if their

- English skills are sharpened by instruction offered
exclusively through English.

For the moment we must suspend discussion of who these experts and
educators are, and to what extent their arguments are based on
speculatlve or emplrical considerations: It is clear from the passage
that nothing has been: resolved about this problem. NS research has

been done with sufflclent appeal to legislators to re56lve it.

Until research is done in this area, a large number of students
fitting into the cL category are in danger of being misclassified and
deprlved of The meanungful education to which they are entitled under

Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 196h and the Supreme Court Lau
decision of 1974: ' !

The following sections dedl with the theoretical considerations

' and initial plan of work for research on the problem of CL students. ,

What Does ''Limited Language Proficiency' Mean?
bespiie its long history and widespread use, the notion of

"llmlted language profuciency" is. unclear and ambiguous. in the ,

context of current bilingual. educatlon and the Lau guidelines, '"limited
language proficiency' refers to failure on the part of the individual
student to attain a certain cutoff point on a given language
proficiency test,.instrument. Therefore; one point of contention can
be--and is--where the cutoff point separatlng limited from ‘non- llGnted
language proficiency should be. In addltlon, given EESE dlfferent
tests are given in dlfferent districts to assess Ianguage proflclency,
to what extent do the cutoff polnts agree across tests?; If they do

not, then a student may be classified as limited on one test and
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- ; .
non-limited on another: Which test is more accurate? A study of this
type for the four tests 65&& in.the state of California has been
‘commissioned by Callforn;a s Office of éiiinguaiféicﬁiiurai Educatio”
and should be available shortly. Thls information wull be reviewed
when available. The thlmore and Dickerson (1979) study in Texas h35
already - .been ment i oned above and does not bode well for comparabiiizy

across tests.

Another question to be raised is, what are the éaéialinQHIEtit
lmpllcatlons of the classification "limited language proflcuency

<
tests for actual language profucuency? There are various ¢

possubllutues; none of which can be dismissed a priori:
A) .Problems inherent in the chiid.
B) Problems in test administration.
C) Problems in test design:

A) Problems inherent in the child. This is the possubuluty ¢hat
tested

the child actually lacks necessary proficiency in the relevantly
language. The meaning of the word "relevantly' in the above senténc®
will be clarified when the difference between standard and nonstandard
varieties of a language is discussed. For the moment we need onlY. pote
that the purpose of language profucuency tests ls to determine whethéf

or not the child has sufficient knowledge of the partucular language

tested to receive educational instruction in that language. To the
- o - - - R - =c ‘7,”7” KO
extent that possibilities B) and C) above are responsible ‘for s¢ores

indicating lack of prbficiency the tests fail to correctly and
adequately assess the child's pro?iciéncy in the tested langua?e.
Before discussing these possibilities, we will begin with N/

/

considerations under A). - , / \
The most serious cases of limlted language profuciency/épply to

monol ingual as well as blllngual children. These are the cases in

which limited language proffciency.us due to some buologlcally based
o L
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impairment, ¢.g. autism, a néuréléglcal impairment, some other
.physuoldgically based form of mental retardatlon or schlzophrenlc

condition: In these cases a child will fail to acquire language

despite a supportlve environmant and will |neVItably test on any

'proflcuency |nstrument as lumlted and furthermore, will need some

Duncan, 19803 # "'(:Hatluck, 1980).

_ An eyen less plauslble pOSSlblllty is that the CL is of normal
capability to acquure language but comes from an-: lmpoverushed
ackground in which s/he was guven insufficient exposure to any
language: This idea is embodied in the ''verbal deprlvatuon” theory

popular among educatuonal psychologlsts in the late 1960s but largely

discredited due to massive socuolnnguustuc and dlalectologucal research
on nonstandard languages of non-middle class populations (among these
studies Labov, 1968 and 1972, are classic The only valid cases where

"verbal deprlvatuon“ is appllcable are extremely ‘rare cases BF

to acqunre language because of extreme deprlvatlon caused by vnrtually
total isolation from human contact. Sich cases are immediately

recognizable because victims of this treatment fail to acquire atl

other social behaviors in addition to any form of language. Such cases

are not an issue here; but indicate where a serious form of the '‘verbal

deberatlbn" theory has some validity.

§bcibiihguistic éna psychclinguistic resééréh ‘over the last two
any llnguustlc communlty ach|re the language/of that community
regardless of caregiver practice in overtly teachlng the child to speak

- - -

or even speaking to him/her. However, the varletx of language spoten

17
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problem is one of test design and not the child. Thls will be further

discussed tnder the approP*Late heading (G)

- . ~

While 'verbal deprivation' has. been massively discredited for
chiidren of the U:S: Black community due to thé research of Labov and
others, It has been applied in a somewhat revised form to children in
bil ngual communltnes. The general form of the arguﬁent is that, in
some sense, many chlldren who acquire language in a Qlllngual communuty
do not get adequate exposure to elther language, perhaps because they
are\unable to separate out whlch language is whlch, or because they are X
mixing in which two languages are inextricably mixed lnmthe same
context. Some scholars pqlnt to such codeswutchlng as the result ofq
the inability to control either language adequately (cf. Gonzales;
1977). This matter needs more-exploration; slnce scholars are not at
all clear on what codeswitching is or on how many types there are;. and
lmply that there may be inherent dlsadvantages to acquurlng language |n
a blllngual communlty, a claim which would be patently false if applled
to any particular monollngual communuty. One plece of contradictory
evidence is Poplack, 1979, who presents extenslve evidence for a Puerto

Rican bilingual communlty in New York City that, contrary to the

"codeswntchln as limited proflclency ln e|ther language" theory,

llmlted in one or hoth languages: .

.
2

leen what is currently known about language and its acqulsltlon,
it ‘is highly unlikely that the normal child (of blllngual as well as
mono! ingual background) is limited in all of the languages s/he has
been exposed to. -f s/he is limited in one language, it is likely that

15~
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s/he is relevantly proficient in another. Here ''relevantly proficient"
means proficient for age-level in the language(s) used as the primary

- vehlcle(s) of communlcat%on in the partlcular communlty. Th|s language

institutions servung the communlty (e:g:; the school system) lt may
not be written: It maV even not be overtly valued by adult users
themselves due to |nsecur|ty caus®d by pressures to conform to off9C|al
norms: However; in terms of language acqulsutlon, there is no evlﬂén&e
that nonstandard language is any different from a standard one. It.

i totally false to claim that someone who knows a nonstandard langu?ge
but not a standard one does not have profucuency in any language. . k\
Since it is unlikély that the large number of children classufled as CL \\

are less normal in language acqu|s|t|on ab|l|ty than their monolungual

peers and do not have proficiency in gg* language, it is unlikgly for
!

'most of these children that the category CL is a valid one. G
We point out here that the category CL is a conceptual offsprlng
of the term “semlllngual“ popularlzed by Skutnabb-Kangas and Toukomaa
(1975, 1976) in their studies of the educational achJevements of the
scholars in Europe and Asia. The authors deflne a semullngual as "a
person who does not know any language properly It may be the case

that I'properly" means ''standardly" in this context; But thls ls not

:(1979). In any event, popularuzatlon of the\concept, although not the
term, is evident in Burt and Dulay's report (1980) on their flndings
for Hnspanlc children in selected districts i Callfornla. It is

ironlc that whereas Skutnabb- Kangas and Toukomaa used their findings to

support home language |nstruct|on programs through the early grades,

speakers (although given the Lau procedJ‘bs we know their home language
is reported as Spanish). While it may be the case that some of the
Hispanics diagnosed as limited proficiency in English and formerly

-

|y
!

.
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assumed to be fluent in Spanlsh ‘are in fact Engllsh superlor, and not

in need of bilingual educatlon any more than monolingual LEPs, the CL
category cuts both ways. ‘It is just as possible that a particular CL.
is Spanish-superior even though she/he tested as lumuted in Spanishy \\\
and that she/he would benefit more from bilingual education than from
English immersion. | S

-

B) Problems in test administration. The situation in Which a

test for langua e profucuency is admlnlstered presents . i‘number'or

language proficiency can be located. Two problem areas |mmed|ately

suggest themselves, of which the first two present the most serious
challenges to solution: &~ '
1. Resistance/unfamiliarity on the part of the child._
. : i P
2. Mechanical and other errors on the part of the tester.
A} : . .
Problem area #1: Resustance/unfam+l+ar4ty on_the part of the

child. Much SOCIOlIngUIStIC and ethnolinguistic research has

demonstrated the important effect that social situation has on speech,
not only in the kind of language which is produced on different
occasions but also on the volume of language. With particular
reference to the ''verbal deprivation' issue; Labov (1969) demonstrated
that change in Situation can have a decisive effect on whether a child
may exhnbut monosyllablf, 1imited urof|C|ent behavior, or fluent,

! syntactncally rich proficient behavior. Children confronted with a

751tuat|on whuch may be lnterpreted as threatenlng by them e. g., a .

llttle as possuble in order to protect themselves from |mag|ned
self-incrimination. To the extent that fluency measured in “words (or
content moruhemEE) per senteénce is used to judge language/profuclency,

as it is; for example; on the BINL (Basic Inventory of Natural

’ Language), underestimation of language proficiency may be the result of
such defensive behavior. It Is expected that a review of the

.:' | 3 | | 2
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llterature on test anxiety for blllnguals and other minority
-populatlons not accustomed to the types of testing situatlons and
intentions In these situations wllb further elucidate this problem'(c?.‘
Kenneth Hill, Institute for Child Development at U. of I1linols): In
attempting to solve this problem, information is needed on the

_sutuatlonal contexts that maximize speech for .such chuldren.

Problem area #2: Mechanical_and other errors on the part of the

tester. Mechanical errors include unreluable transcription, coding and

calculation of scores by the tester. it is not clear how much error of

this type there is. However; an examunatlon of ‘test instruments like
" the BINL and BSM (Blllngual Syntax Measure) reveal(ample opportunity _

is sa|d In some cases this |nvolves more than a simple count; the

" coder must recognuze certain syntactic structures which are to bea

assigned a point value. Analysis of syntactuc structures from speech
is often problematic to linguists and would be of much greater

dlfflculty to non- llngutsts. Funally,_actual calculatlon of language

lncludnng gross error, and no doubt also a source of irritation to many
reluctant testers. In pount of fact, the dlmenslon? of this problem
have been such that ChecPount Systems, Inc., the. producers of the BINL
test, have initiated a program of computerlzed calculation of language
profucnency scores from transcription in order to accomodate tie
°complaints of consumers of the test. Since there will stlll be some
will have to be parsed for point assignment in calculating the scores,

we are interested In finding out more about how this is being done.

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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Other sources of error, whuch,antlcupate the followung section on

test desugn, |nclude mlsunderstanding of nonstandard vernacular Spancsh

responses by testers trained only in standard liteérary Spanush,

fesultlng in dusm|551ng a nonstandard response and requesting another
response; or |n inaccurate codlng of the given response.

c) ﬁrbblémseinmtestedes{g;. Since the purpose of the language

proficiency test instruments is to test language proficiency; defects
in the de%ign of the instrument will result in inaccurate conclusnons.
A general definition of language proficiency is a problem: To begin
With, it is not at all clear that all forms of language proficiency are
testable under fbfmal cdnaitions, slnce the nornai éeéEyaay use of

interaction. The recognition that only a small proportnon of the
language §F6f|c1enc1es person may use in everyday life are directly

testable may prevent the gross mlsunderstandlng of the results of

- language proflcuency testing. A narrow understanding of language

«proficiency may be sufficient for test purposes. The crucial purpose
of language proflcuency testcng is to determine whether or not a chlld
has sufficient proficiency in a partlcular language to be given

meanlngful educational instruction in that language. In addition to

the questuon of the valldlty of the cutoff. polnts used to evaluate

three problem areas in test de5|gn that can be ldentlfnedf

1. lrrelevant or wrong questions or tasks for assessment.
2. Built-in discriminatory factors against nonstandard
language features.

-,

:3. Uncontrollable fluctuations in performance on the part of

the téstee, giving a false impression of stable
competence.
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Problem area #ifAeirrelevantforewroégfiuestloﬁs or_tasks for

5§§é§§aéﬁf. To some ‘extent there is overlap between 1 and 2 above,

since a factor which biases testing against nonstandard language s

features can be argued to be an |rrelevant or wrong questuon. However,

selectung whach features, out of:the universe of language or
language-related proficiencies; should be tested in order to determine
whether the tested language is suffucuently developed <in the cblld to
be the best medium of instruction in favoring school achievement.
fnere ls continulng ControverSV in the fleld of language profucuency

———

knowledge: For example, the |ssue has been ralsed whether there is an
interrelationship between results’ of duscrete-pount tests (particular
llngU|st|c features) and lntegratuve tests (a battery of different

linguistic profucuencues) (cf. Farhady, 1979).

Pérﬁapé Eﬁé ﬁagi Fadiéél paint 5? viéw is re?lected in'iﬁé work of

profucuency and a number of other proflcuencues are commensurate. In a
series of paper., Cummins (see, e.g., 1979, 1979b, 1980, 1980b) has
contested this view and dustunguushed two types of language
profucuency, one of which is related to scholastic success and the
other of which is not. Cummins claims that most forms of lagguage
pro?iciéncy are irrelevant to school achievement. Basucally, his
argument is that almost all children are competent in iﬁEéFpéFsoﬁéi .
communicative skills, but much fewer children are successfil in school.
This calls into questuon whéther tests for fluency which count such
thlngs as MLU (mean length of utterance)--a factor, for example, on the
BINL test--are relevant to abullty to use a language for school

acblevement. whule Cummins' basic proposal seems reasonable, lt does -

kind of language profuciency. In personal communication with Cummins
(August, 1980), this writer has found that he does not seem adverse to

’,
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" Conceding that what he has been calling CALP (Cognitive/Academic
Language Proficiency), and claiming is direttly related.to school
achievement, may not be a language proficiency at all, but rather
something else not yet clearly defined. However, continued use of the
 term CALP may result in misunderstanding of just what this feature or
combingtion of factors: is. In addition, Cummins continually alludes.in
his work to the observations of Skutnabb-Kangas and Toukomaa, who in
their discussion of "semilinguals' note that there is no correlation
between the results of their "language proficiency'’ testing of the
children of Finnish migrant workers in Sweden, which show the children
to test lower than their monolingual Swedish and Finnish counterparts,
and the obsérvations of parents, teachers and the children themselves

that the children are fluent in both languages.

Skutnabb-Kangas and Toukomas' conclusion that the apparent fluency
and proficiéncy of these children is a "linguistic facade' and /-
$superficial’ is extremely dangerous, especially in a social scaedéj,
sTnce it dismisses as inappropriate any common §éﬁsé;h6tion§ abou
language proficiency available to a majority of observers, including
most teachers. It leaves the determination of the important aspects. of
"anguage profiziency" in the hands of a few ''experts'’s  For example,
if taken literally, this notion would invalidate the section -of
California's new Bilingual Education Improvement and Reform Act of 1980
which deals with procedures for Investigating possible CL cases:

(c) For those pupils identified/as bieng of limited English -

proficiency, a further assessment shall be made to
determine the pupil's primary language proficiency,
including speaking; comprehension, reading, and writing

to the extent assessment /instruments are available . . .

14 If the assessment condutted pursuant to this subdivision

indicates that the pupil has no proficiency in the
primary language, further assgssment of the pupil's

primary language skills including consultation with the

pupil's parents and guardians, the classroom teacher; the

pupil, or others who are familiar with the pupil's,
language ability An various environments shall be ___

condicted. - . .(State of California 1979-80 A.B. 507
SEC.9) : ’ )

£ ' . : 22¥;
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assessment of such cases, it is felt that there are no grounds, despite.

the theoretical posntlon of Skutnabb Kangas and Toukomaa, and posslbly
Cummlns, to preclude the procedures recommended beginning.on line 14 of
the above c|ted document. On the contrary; the requiremenr that such
further assessment be done will be invaluable data for further
elucidating the problem. It is also worth mentioning, as Leap (1980)
observes, that in the writings of Skutnabb-Kangas and Toukomaa there

are no examples of actual speechfbehavlor of these so-called

“'semilinguals.' We know nothing more about their language
proficiencies than their collective test scores on certain test
instruments. (See Dietrich & Freeman, 1979, for extended discussion of
possible problems in assumptions underlyiné actual- test items.)

g

Problem area #2¢ Bullt-in discriminatory factors against

" nonstandard language features. One most potent posslBilltj for

inadequate test design is llﬂgﬂlstlc prejudice against nonstandard
varieties of speech being buult into the test instrument (as well as

into the test slituation; as mentioned above under that section). |If

‘low test résults are lnterpreted as meaning lack of proficiency in ANY

variety of the tested language (rather than slmply in the standard

uvaruety); as is often the case for prescrlptively inclined educators

1

who lack knowledge of nonstandard varieties of a language and/or are

;because they dismiss language proflclencues which derive from the

child's cultural background in effect dismissing them as worthless.

For example, the BSM, which dwells on the |nflect|onal morpholoby ln

are characterlstlcally absent or rafe in the speech of many Black

~monolingual English speakers, e.g., third-person singular =s and the
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! possessive marker of standard Engllsh (*s). Many Black students taking

the BSM-test would score as LEP, although this would be culturally
biased assessiment of their language proficiency. Similarly, this
defect applies to Hispanic bilinguals and appears to be based either on
a lack of knowledge or overslght ‘in the test destgn. For example, for
omission of flnal =s in Spanish, stnce‘ﬁt is recognlzed that final =5
deletion is a widespread dialect festire of many varletles of Spanlsh.;
.\\Ihgs, the pronunciation of a word like las the feminine plural artlcle;
as homophonous with la may be a pronuncuatlon feature rather than a
sign of failure to have acquired the plural morphéme. However, English

students are penalnzed for failure tortronounce the past tense sufflx

. -ed despite copious documentation that when -ed is expected to occur
immediateiy after a consonant, as in a word 1iked. stogged, itis llkely
to be deleted for pﬁonological rather than grammatical reasons in most

varieties of spoken English:

There is possibility that any test design may be inadequate
because it is addressed to the wrong language or variety of a language,
causing the false lmpresigsn that the speaker is actually deficient in
any language. Wlth respect to this, some scholars have raised the
notion that in some areas a 'mixed" language hlstorlcally deriving from
§panlsn and Engllsh may have arisen so. that one could not classlfy the
language as either Spanlsh or Englush. This is distinct from the #
phenomenon of code-switching discussed prevnously, since code-swltchlng
implles that the two languages are separate at least on some occasufns,

‘De Avila (1979) following Laosa (1975) discusses this posslbillty

referring to the mixed language as "Spanglish." It remains, very “much

to be seen whether such a language exists as a unlfled code. Very
little research on the subject exjsts.’ One of the few studies which
directly addresses the problem is Huerta (1977). She studies a .
two-year old boy (Untul 2:10) from a middle-class background, who is
primarily exposed to Spanish/English

b

A
*

26




23

code-switching from members of his family rather than Spanish and

English separately. She demonstrates that the boy acquires both =
. Spanish and English vocabulary and realizes that there are synonyﬁous
relations between pairs of words, e.g.; ”orange“/and “naranja

"eoffee'' and '‘cafe'’ etc. She also claims that his syntactic

development in both languages is comparable to what is known about

monolingual speakers of either language at the siﬁe ige; ejn

no evidence of recognizing that there are two languages involved. It
remains for further research to establish whether a single unified
language can evolve from extensive exposure to code-switching and
whether such a unified language can be maintained in any social
environment in'the U.S. There is no evidence in Huerta's study to
decide whether the child is dealing with one language or two from his

own perspective. As for ''Spanglish,' the term has taken on

-~

condescending and derogatory connotations for many people and is used
alternately to mean either code-switching, in which case two languages
are involved, or the varuety of Spanish spoken in many Mexican-American

connmnlties, in whlch case a nonstandard form of Spanush is involved

77777777777777777777777777 \

———”

In the proposed reseafch it will be important to study to what
extent changes of situation change the proportlon of the Spanlsh and
English in conversation so that it can be determined whether or not
Spanlsh and Engllsh act independently of each other and, thus, belong
to separate language systems for individual users. .It is interesting
to note that in the Texas longutudunal study the alternating use of
Spanish and English is sensitive to situation for the young school -age
chlldren, so that alternating language is most favored in the

playground and least in the classroom. In addition, most switching

5

~1
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appears to be either at the sentence level or of single nominals
(identified as '"lexical') within thé sentence: Since these children
appear to be much stronger in Spanish than in English, as a whole, and
close to the Mexican border, the situation might change consiaerabiy at
an older age and in an area more pistant £ rom the border, such as Los

Angeles, New York City or Chicago:

Uncontrollable fluctuations in performance are real factors that
interfere with getting an accurate assessment of a constant or base
proficuency in any one testing period. Test designers have been aware
of this problem and have cautioned testers against submitting children
to test situations when they are i1l or in some other visible way not
in thelr '"normal condition:! Certainly the problem of ascertaining
when a child is in the best condition to take a test is a problem of
test administration and not test design: However; some fluctuations
stLLl;lnttie understood may interfere with consistent performance on a

test from one day to the next and may be inherent in the test design.

Issues and Questions

Considered as a whole,; this section has presented a formidable
array of possible problems in obtaining accurate results from available
language proficiency assessment instruments. It is essential that
research and analysis be addressed to all of these possibilities, and
that evaluation be made of which of these problems are the most

prevalent and most urgently in need of correction.
7o add substance to this theoretical section a few of the types of
cases that have come to my attention are here presented.

HA, 8, a thard-grade female born in Los Angeies, has tested as
non-proficient in both English and Spanish. Does she need s,ecuai

’
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ediication because of a biologically based impairment or a serious
psychologi/pl defect? Did she slmply refuse to talk? Although her
home language was reported as Spanlsh is there another language in
which she is proflcnent?
JR, 8, a third-grade male born in Mexico, tested as limited in
English and non- profncuent in Spanish. He has been in the LA school
system since kundergarten. Is he actually more proficuent in Engllsh

than in Spanish?

RV, 10, a fifth-grade male born in Mexico and entering the LA
school system the previous year. He tested as a non-speaker of
English, as might expected, but also as a limited speaker of Spanish

wutﬁ a score of 38 6 on the BINL. What is his Spanlsh llke? What

classroom'as RV above. He tested as limited in both Engllsh and
Spanish. which is his stronger language? His §paﬁish score of 74.3 is
consnderably higher than his classmate RV's: Is he actuaiiy more
proficient than RV in Spanish or is he simply more famillar with the

test situation?

PS, 10, a fifth-grade female born in Los Angeles. In 1978 she
tested as broflclent in Engllsh accordlng to the BINL. inadvertentiy

for proflcnency testlng once a chnld scQres profucient. In 1980 she
tested as a llmlted—EHQijsh ;peakec, This case was an accudent, but

either she was §lven someone else s scoré?initially, or for some reason

she did not pén?brm at capacity on the retesting.

There are many other children that can be represented here. One

thing we want to know is: How many? How many different types are
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there? What is the rééiity underlying these test results? What

language should they receive their primary instruction in?

ummary
The size and extent of the group labeled Assessed/Alleged
Comparably Limited (ACL or ‘''semilingual’) is not well '
documented. .
2. Legislators and educators are in need of research
information on ACL pupils in order to formulate an
eéquitablée educational policy.

3. The results of language proficiency assessment
instruments are open: to question for accuracy.and
validity on a variety of bases, of which the most salient_

are a) norming calibration (what population do they rely
on to norm language proficiency instruments?); b)
equivalency (the extent to which different instruments_
agree in their assessment of any individual or group of
children); c) intrinsic design (what they measure and how
they score); and d) administration (effect of situation

on performance) .
L. The notion of language proficiency has a common sense
/

base but is not clearly developed.

5. The actual speech behavior of the ACL and other children
from bilingual and non-English speaking communities in

the U.S: (especially between grades 3 and 6, ages 8
through 12) has not been systematically studied.
7 .
= )
Hypotheses
1. Except for extremely high scorers on most language
proficiency instruments, the instruments are not an_
accurate indicator of actual langiage proficiency or
actual and potential school achievement.
2. Naturalistic discourse and interactional studies of
actual speech behavior will provide a more accurate
measure of actual language proficiency and will be more
useful as a diagnostic tool.
‘The ACL category is largely an artifact of Inaccurate
It is the result of cultural

' - instrumental measurements. It
and linguistic bias in testing.

Te——
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direct way to either tested or actual language )
proficiency. That is, whether or not _language is also
involved, there are invariably other factors which are
partially responsible for school achievement.
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